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BiographicalInformation
FridaKahlowasbornMagdalenaCarmenFriedaKahloy CalderononJuly6,1907,to
MatildeCalderon(thedaughterofAntonioCalderon,awell-knownphotographerof
SpanishandIndiandescent)andGuillermoKahlo(bornWilhelm,aHungarianand
GermanJewwhowouldlaterbecomeoneofMexico'smostrenownedphotographers
afterlearningITomhisfather-in-lawAntonio).Asayounggirlof sixorseven,Frida
contractedpolio.Herrightlegwithered,andherrightfootturnedoutward;shewouldlive
outtherestofherlifewithalimp.At theageof 18,Fridawasonherwayhomefrom
schoolwhenthebusinwhichshewasridingwasstruckbyastreetcar.Shesuffered
severeinjuriesandwasimpaledbyametalhandrailfromthestreetcar.Herspinewas
broken,andherpelvisshattered.Shesustainedseveralbrokenribsandabroken
collarbone.Herrightfootwascrushed,andherrightlegfracturedinelevenplaces.The
pipedamagedherinternalorgansandleftherbarren.Shewouldlatersufferseveral
devastatingmiscarriages,includingoneinDetroitwhileDiegowaspaintingmuralsatthe
DIA. Shespenthemonthafterthetrafficaccidentimmobilizedinafull-bodycast.
Doctorshadlittlehopeforherrecovery,butshestruggledthroughmanysessionsof
painfulphysicalrehabilitationa dwasabletowalkunassistedwithintheyear.
Throughoutherlife,shewouldsuffernumerousrelapsesthatcausedgreatpainand
wouldleaveherbedriddenformonthsatatime.Sheunderwentover30operationsinher
lifetimetohelpcorrectthedamagetoherspineandleg.Thereisdebateastothe
necessityofalltheseoperations,andsomescholarsfeelshemayhaveusedtheoperations
asamethodtoholdDiego'sattention.Whateverthecase,Fridabecameaddictedtothe
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medicineprescribedforherpainandlaterturnedtoself-medication,usingmorphineand
copiousamountsofalcohol."1dranktodrownthepain,"sheconfidedtoherdiary,"but
nowthedamnedpainhaslearnedhowtoswim."Duringtheinitialperiodofconfinement
aftertheaccident,Frida'smothergaveherasetofpaintsandaspecialeaselthatcouldbe
usedinbedtohelpallayherboredom-shetooktoartlikeanatural,anditbecamea
therapeuticoutletorelievesomeofhersuffering.
FridafirstmetDiegoRivera,herfuturehusband,whenhewascommissionedtopainta
muralatherschool.Neverashygirl,sheapproachedhimandaskedhimtoteach er
whatheknewaboutpainting.BeingamanoftraditionalMexicansensibilities,he
doubtedawomancouldbeanykindofseriouspainterandcasuallydismissedher.Frida
persistedwithherpainting,andwhenshemethimagainafewyearslaterintroducedby
photographerTinaModotti,sheshowedhimherwork.Diegowasimpressedandsoon
becamehermentorandgreatestupporter.Diegofoundhimselfentrancedbythe
dynamicandbeautifulFrida,anddespitea20-yeardifferenceinage,onAugust21,1929,
theyweremarried.Themarriagewastempestuoustosaytheleast;theirfriends
characterizeditasa"marriagebetweenanelephantandadove",commentnotonlyon
theirphysicaldifferencesbutalsoonthoseoftheirtemperaments.Diegohadnumerous
affairs,includingonewithFrida'syoungersisterin 1935.WhenFridadiscoveredhim
seducingCristina,sheembarkedonherownsexualadventuresincludingnotorious
liaisonswithLeonTrotskyandGeorgiaO'Keeffe.It isunclearwhatfinallytriggeredthe
decision,butin 1940FridaandDiegoweredivorced.Despitehisconstantinfidelities,
Diego'sgreatestpassionwouldalwaysbeFrida,theywerereunitedayearlaterand
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remarriedinCalifornia.AlthoughFridaundoubtedlylovedDiego,shehadseriously
conflictedfeelingsabouthim,onceproclaiming:"I sufferedtwograveaccidentsinmy
life.Oneinwhichastreetcarknockedmedown...TheotheraccidentisDiego."
FridawasbornafewyearsaftertheMexicanRevolution,andthesenseofrevolutionwas
apalpableforceinherlife.Shewasanardentrevolutionaryandbecameamemberofthe
YoungCommunistParty,earlierfoundedbyDiego.Togethertheybecameavibrant
politicalandartisticnexus,surroundedbyaninternationalculturalelite.Shewasaproud
andoutspokensupporterofcommunismandonceproclaimed:"I wasamemberofthe
PartybeforeI metDiego,andI thinkI amabetterCommunistthanheisoreverwill be."
FridaidentifiedwiththecommonpeopleofMexicoand,followingasuggestionfrom
Diego,worealmostexclusivelytraditionaldress,includingelaboratenativehairstyles.
Shewasastrikingfigure,wellknownforherbeautyandfierytemper.Sheappearedon
thecoverofFrenchVogueduringatriptoEuropeandwasfetedbysuchartistsasPablo
Picasso,MarcelDuchamps,VasilyKandinsky,filmmakerSergeiEisenstein,andthe
surrealistwriterAndreBreton.
In thespringof 1953,FridahadheronlyexhibitioninMexico.Shewassosickatthe
timethatherdoctorshadwarnedheragainstattending.Sheignoredtheiradviceandhad
herselfcarriedinonastretcherandplacedintoherpreviouslypositionedbed,whereshe
heldcourtlateintothenight,drinkingandentertainingherfriends."I amnotsick,"she
toldthem."I ambroken.ButI amhappyaslongasI canpaint."Laterthatyear,herright
legbecamegangrenousandhadtobeamputatedbelowtheknee.ThissentFridaintoa
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depressionITomwhichshewouldneverecover.Shediedthenextsummerin 1954after
twosuicideattempts.It issaidshediedinhersleepITomanembolism,butsuicideisalso
consideredastrongpossibility.No autopsywaseverperformed.Herlastwords,written
inherdiary,read,"I hopetheleavingisjoyful,andI hopenevertoreturn."
Frida'spaintingconveysapotentmixtureofemotion,reflectinghergreatstrengthof
characteraswellasthepainofherprofoundsuffering.Herpaintingsarevividly
colourfulandiconic.Sheincorporatesa tylebasedonMexicanfolkartandthesmall
votiveretablo/characteristicallyfoundinlocalchurches.Sheoftenpaintedself-
portraits,tating,"I paintself-portraitsbecauseI amsooftenalone,becauseI amthe
personI knowbest."Thefactthatshecouldneverhavechildrenisasubjectthatinforms
herwork,andshepoignantlyportraysherselfholdingthebabieshewouldneverknow.
Herworkisinfusedwiththepainsheexperiencedthroughoutherlife,butthereisalsoa
strengthandheroismpresent.Inherimages,hemightstandbeforeuswoundedinbody
butunbowedinspirit.HerstylewasunlikethegrandmasculinemuralsofDiego,buthe
wasdrawntotheinherentstrengthofherwork,exclaimingafterherfirstmiscarriage,
"Fridabeganworkonaseriesofmasterpieceswhichhadnoprecedentinthehistoryof
art-paintingswhichexaltedthefemininequalityoftruth,reality,crueltyandsuffering.
NeverbeforehadawomanputsuchagonizedpoetryoncanvasasFridadidatthistime
inDetroit."
AndreBretonwasimpressedwithherworkandorganizedasuccessfulshowattheJulian
LevyGalleryinNewYork."I neverknewI wasasurrealist,"shestated,"tillAndre
. Small,brightly-colouredvotivepaintingsfoundinlocalchurches,usuallyinaprimitivestyle
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BretoncametoMexicoandtoldmeI was".AlthoughsheexhibitedsuccessfullyinNew
York,andtoalesserextentinParis,sheherselfrefusedtobelabeledaSurrealist,and
distancedherself£fomthemovement,saying"TheythoughtI wasaSurrealistbutI
wasn't.I neverpaintedreams.I paintedmyownreality."
Conceptualisation
My HonorsThesispursuesaninquiryintotheinterrelationshipsamongvariousformsof
artbyproducingadynamic,interactiveworkthatlinksthevisualartdisciplinesof
painting,sculptureandfurnituredesignbyexploringthelifeofFridaKahlothroughthese
variousmedia.TheconceptofthepieceshowselementsofKahlo'slifeinboth
representationalandnonrepresentationalmethods.Theideaistostimulatehoughtonthe
hardshipssheovercameandendured,allowingtheviewertodrawcomparisonswithhis
orherownlifeandtopossiblyrealisetheindomitabilityofthehumanspirit.Thismixed
mediapresentationweavesathemethatresolvestheproblematicaspectsofjoining
diversedisciplinesintoaunifiedwholewhileevokingandexpressingtheforceandpain
feltwithinKahlo'slife.A literaryelementisintroducedthroughcreativeand
biographicalexcerptsalongsidethemainpiecethatwill explaintheconceptand
introduceviewerstoFridaKahlo.
Thefinishedpiecefeaturesashapederivedthroughsculpturalexplorationswithmy
facultyadvisor,afterexperimentingwithelementshatharmonizewiththeoverall
composition.Theinitialconceptwasbasedonanelongatedtetrahedralstructureusing
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finehardwoodjoinedbytraditionalwoodworkingtechniques.Thestructure,asit
developed,becameamoretree-flowingsculpturalentitywiththepanelseparatedand
supportedbythreeindividualwoodenpedestalsinterconnectedwithsteelpiping.It is
constructedtoallowthepanelstoswivel,permittingallsidestobeviewedbutneverat
thesametime.Thisaddsafourthdimensionbyencouragingtheviewertowalkaround
thepiece,experiencingtheimagesovertime.I believeitwill fosterasenseof
anticipationandinviteinteraction.
Therepetitionoftriangularforms,boththepanelsandthefootprint,areintendedto
representtheelementoffemininity.It ismyhopethatviewerswill findthemselves
interestedandinspiredbythelife,ordeals,andaccomplishmentsofFridaKahloandseek
tounderstandhowherlifeandstrugglesarerelatedtotheirown.
Interpretation
Thefactthathepanelsaretwo-sidedismeanttorepresenttheseenandunseen,
illustratingthathevisibleisnotalwaysthetotality.Theremaybeadifferentreality
hiddenITomtheobserverjustbeyondreach.Thetexturedsurfaceisevocativeofthepain
andturmoilthatFridaexperiencedthroughoutherlife,thecolourslooselychosento
representthethreeprevailinginfluencesinherlife,i.e.,herparentsandDiegoRivera.
Theclothcollagestellthestoryofheraccidentandthemourningoverherinabilityto
bearchildrenwiththesubsequentdevastatingmiscarriages.Thefinalandhighestpanel
portraysthehubrisofmodemmedicine,which,initsblindness,ooftenleadstofurther
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humansuffering.InthecaseofFrida,likemanypatientsbeforeandafter,thenumberof
possiblyunnecessaryinvasiveproceduresleftherwrackedwithexcruciatingpain,and
thelevelofprescribedmedicationescalatedtothepointwhereshebecameaddictedto
morphineandDemerol.It isdoubtlessthathegangreneshecontractedinthefinalyear
ofherlifewasaresultofoneoftheinnumerablesurgeriesperformedonherrightleg.It
canthenbearguedthatheamputationthatfollowedbecameadirectcauseofherdeath,
eitherbytheagencyofanembolismorbythesuicidaldepressionthatresulted.
ThebasesrepresentvarioustagesinthelifeofFridaKahlo.Theplayfulnessofthe
smallerbaseconveystheexuberanceofayounggirlinafrillydress,possiblyonherway
tochurchunderthewatchfuleyeofhermother.ThenextportraysFridaasaconfident,
outspokenschoolgirlbeforetheaccident,inherPreparitoriauniform.Thethirdand
tallestbasesymbolisesFridaasanadultimmobilisedbyabodycastfollowingthefirstof
manysurgicalprocedures.Thesurfaceofthewooditselfisdichotomous:ononehand,
smoothandpolished;ontheother,crackedandsplitting.Thiscontrastisevocativeofthe
painthatwrackedherbodyandoverwhelmedherlife.Thebaseshaveallbeenimpaled
withsteelpipe-a unifyingfeatureforthepiece-butmoreimportantly,areminderthat
whathappenedtoaninnocentyoungwomancouldjustaseasilyhappentoanyofus.
Fabrication
I havebeenplanningthethemeandthevariouscomponentsofthispieceforthelastthree
semesterstogetherwithinputfrommythree-dimensionaldesignadvisor,Assistant
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ProfessorJohnDeHoog,andmypaintingadvisor,AssistantProfessorChrisHyndman.
Theprojectisacontinuationa drefinementofskillsandtechniquesthatI learnedin
earlierclasseswithmyadvisorsandhaveappliedinanunconventionalmanner.An initial
modelincorporatingatetrahedraldesignwasconstructedpriortothecreationofthesix
panels.ThisdesignwaslaterevisedafterasuggestionITomProfessorDeHoogtorelate
morecloselywiththechaosandinstabilityofFrida'slife.Thetetrahedronwasdiscarded
infavouroftheopentriangularobjecthatissuffusedwithkineticenergy.Thedesign
tookintoconsiderationtheshapeoftheexistingpanelsandwascreatedtointensifyand
harmonisewiththoseelements.
Thispiecerequiredaconsiderableamountofskillandpatiencetoexecute.Likeall
projectsinvolvingtheuseofwoodinasculpturalcontext,herewereunexpected
problemsthatarose,andI wasforcedtodealwiththemastheyoccurred.It requireda
greatdealofdexterityandconceptualizationanddrewonmyartisticandmechanical
abilitiestoresolvetheinherentchallengesandtosuccessfullymakethispieceworkasa
cohesive,meaningfulwholeandnotjustanassortmentofunrelatedparts.
Everythingabouthispieceincorporatedtechniquesthatwerenewtome.Thepainted
panelswerecreatedafterconsultationwithMaryPennusingplasterthatwasappliedwith
force,wetuponwet,toformapock-markedandheavingtexture.Shellacwasappliedto
sealtheplasterandthenpaintwasusedtointensifythedimensionalityandcharacterof
theskin.ThecollagepanelswereinspiredbyworkI hadseenearlierinProfessor
Hyndman'spaintingclassusinglayersoftransparenttissuepaper.I choseclothformy
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panelsandusedtheinterplayofcolourandtexturetoconveytheconfusionandviolence
ofFrida'saccidentsymbolicallyratherthangraphically.Twopanelsincorporateclothin
amorefigurativemannerwiththeadditionofrubber-moldedarmscastromlifeto
conveyapalpablehumanpresence.OnepanelshowsFridainaweddingdress,blood
leakingtromunderherhand.ThisimageisbasedonherpaintingTwoFridaswhichwill
beondisplayduringtheshowandsymboliseshergriefoverherinabilitytobearchildren
andthepainofhereverydaylife.Thethirdpanelis similarinconstruction;i thiscase,
twoarmsareusedwiththeadditionofaperiod-correct,antiquesyringetotellthestory.
Themoldedarmsshowanamazinghumanityandhavebeenleftinaroughcondition
purposelytointensifytheemotionalcontentaswellastoconveytherepeatedmedical
intrusionsintoFrida'sbody.
Thewooden,sculpturalspectoftheprojectalsotookmeintonewterritory.Turningthe
basesonthelathewasanewexperience.I spentmanyhoursrefiningtheshapesand
curvestotellthestoryI wantedthemtorelate.Sandingwasanotherrevelation.Thesheer
amountoftimeandphysicalinvolvementwasasurprise.I donotthinkI wouldhave
mindedsomuchif I wasnotbreathingintoahot,humidmaskforhoursonendwhile
tryingtopeerthroughfoggedanddustysafetyglasses.Anyway,I amhappywiththe
finalresult,andfeelalittlediscomfortisasmallpricetopay,especiallyconsideringthe
subjectofmypiece.
Framingthepanelswasastraightforward,if time-consumingtask.I hadtofindtheangles
forthemitrecutsbytrialanderrorastherewerenomitregaugesintheshopwith
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accuratereadoutsfortheangleI wasworkingwith.Cuttingthefingerjointswasalsoa
painstakingprocess,andanexpertwillbeabletodetectthemistakesofanovice.I can
legitimatelyclaimthatheslightoffsetbetweenthepairsofjointsrepresentsthedisparity
betweenthelengthofFrida'slegsafterherboutwithpolio,andwhocouldarguewith
me?Themountsforthepanelsrequiredacertainamountofmechanicalingenuity.I
resolvedthestabilityproblembyusingasteelrodboltedintoareinforcingplateinside
thebaseofeachpanel.Theyfit snugglyintopurpose-builtbushingsthatallowthepanels
toswiveleasilyorberemovedfortransportation.
I enjoyedthechallengeinvolvedwiththeconceptualisationandconstructionfthis
piece.It taughtmealotaboutvarioustechniquesthatwerepreviouslyunfamiliar,but
mostofall,itawakenedmetothecourageousspiritofFridaKahlo.I onlyhopesomeof
herstrengthandcharacterisconveyedtotheviewerthroughthispiece.
In closing,I wouldliketothankmyadvisors,ChrisHyndmanandJohnDeHoogfortheir
helpandguidance.I wouldalsoliketothankEricaMurphyforherunwaveringsupport
duringthisprocess,aswellashereditorialandcomputerskills,whichallowedmeto
createthiswrittenThesis.Finally,I wouldliketothankProfessorRichardRubenfeldof
theArtHistoryDepartmentforreviewingthehistoricalsectionoftheThesisand
ProfessorBarryHalloftheEnglishDepartmentforkindlyconsentingtobemyeditor.I
couldnothaveproducedaworkofthiscaliberwithoutheirhelp.
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BiographicalInformation
FridaKahlowasbornMagdalenaCarmenFriedaKahloy CalderononJuly6, 1907,to
MatildeCalderon(thedaughterofAntonioCalderon,awell-knownphotographerof
SpanishandIndiandescent)andGuillermoKahlo(bornWilhelm,aHungarianand
GermanJewwhowouldlaterbecomeoneofMexico'smostrenownedphotographers
afterlearningfromhisfather-in-lawAntonio).Asayounggirlofsixorseven,Frida
contractedpolio.Herrightlegwithered,andherrightfootturnedoutward;shewouldlive
outtherestofherlifewithalimp.At theageof 18,Fridawasonherwayhomefrom
schoolwhenthebusinwhichshewasridingwasstruckbyastreetcar.Shesuffered
severeinjuriesandwasimpaledbyametalhandrailfromthestreetcar.Herspinewas
broken,andherpelvisshattered.Shesustainedseveralbrokenribsandabroken
collarbone.Herrightfootwascrushed,andherrightlegfracturedinelevenplaces.The
pipedamagedherinternalorgansandleftherbarren.Shewouldlatersufferseveral
devastatingmiscarriages,includingoneinDetroitwhileDiegowaspaintingmuralsatthe
DIA. Shespenthemonthafterthetrafficaccidentimmobilizedinafull-bodycast.
Doctorshadlittlehopeforherrecovery,butshestruggledthroughmanysessionsof
painfulphysicalrehabilitationa dwasabletowalkunassistedwithintheyear.
Throughoutherlife,shewouldsuffernumerousrelapsesthatcausedgreatpainand
wouldleaveherbedriddenformonthsatatime.Sheunderwentover30operationsinher
lifetimetohelpcorrectthedamagetoherspineandleg.Thereisdebateastothe
necessityofalltheseoperations,andsomescholarsfeelshemayhaveusedtheoperations
asamethodtoholdDiego'sattention.Whateverthecase,Fridabecameaddictedtothe
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medicineprescribedforherpainandlaterturnedtoself-medication,usingmorphineand
copiousamountsofalcohol."I dranktodrownthepain,"sheconfidedtoherdiary,"but
nowthedamnedpainhaslearnedhowtoswim."Duringtheinitialperiodofconfinement
aftertheaccident,Frida'smothergaveherasetofpaintsandaspecialeaselthatcouldbe
usedinbedtohelpallayherboredom-shetooktoartlikeanatural,anditbecamea
therapeuticoutletorelievesomeofhersuffering.
FridafirstmetDiegoRivera,herfuturehusband,whenhewascommissionedtopainta
muralatherschool.Neverashygirl,sheapproachedhimandaskedhimtoteach er
whatheknewaboutpainting.BeingamanoftraditionalMexicansensibilities,he
doubtedawomancouldbeanykindofseriouspainterandcasuallydismissedher.Frida
persistedwithherpainting,andwhenshemethimagainafewyearslaterintroducedby
photographerTinaModotti,sheshowedhimherwork.Diegowasimpressedandsoon
becamehermentorandgreatestupporter.Diegofoundhimselfentrancedbythe
dynamicandbeautifulFrida,anddespitea20-yeardifferenceinage,onAugust21,1929,
theyweremarried.Themarriagewastempestuoustosaytheleast;theirftiends
characterizeditasa"marriagebetweenanelephantandadove",commentotonlyon
theirphysicaldifferencesbutalsoonthoseoftheirtemperaments.Diegohadnumerous
affairs,includingonewithFrida'syoungersisterin 1935.WhenFridadiscoveredhim
seducingCristina,sheembarkedonherownsexualadventuresincludingnotorious
liaisonswithLeonTrotskyandGeorgiaO'Keeffe.It isunclearwhatfinallytriggeredthe
decision,butin 1940FridaandDiegoweredivorced.Despitehisconstantinfidelities,
Diego'sgreatestpassionwouldalwaysbeFrida,theywerereunitedayearlaterand
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remarriedinCalifornia.AlthoughFridaundoubtedlylovedDiego,shehadseriously
conflictedfeelingsabouthim,onceproclaiming:"I sufferedtwograveaccidentsinmy
life.Oneinwhichastreetcarknockedmedown...TheotheraccidentisDiego."
FridawasbornafewyearsaftertheMexicanRevolution,andthesenseofrevolutionwas
apalpableforceinherlife.Shewasanardentrevolutionaryandbecameamemberofthe
YoungCommunistParty,earlierfoundedbyDiego.Togethertheybecameavibrant
politicalandartisticnexus,surroundedbyaninternationalculturalelite.Shewasaproud
andoutspokensupporterofcommunismandonceproclaimed:"I wasamemberofthe
PartybeforeI metDiego,andI thinkI amabetterCommunistthanheisoreverwillbe."
FridaidentifiedwiththecommonpeopleofMexicoand,followingasuggestionITom
Diego,worealmostexclusivelytraditionaldress,includingelaboratenativehairstyles.
Shewasastrikingfigure,wellknownforherbeautyandfierytemper.Sheappearedon
thecoverofFrenchVogueduringatriptoEuropeandwasfetedbysuchartistsasPablo
Picasso,MarcelDuchamps,VasilyKandinsky,filmmakerSergeiEisenstein,andthe
surrealistwriterAndreBreton.
In thespringof 1953,Fridahadheronlyexhibitioni Mexico.Shewassosickatthe
timethatherdoctorshadwarnedheragainstattending.Sheignoredtheiradviceandhad
herselfcarriedinonastretcherandplacedintoherpreviouslypositionedbed,whereshe
heldcourtlateintothenight,drinkingandentertaininghermends."I amnotsick,"she
toldthem."I ambroken.ButI amhappyaslongasI canpaint."Laterthatyear,herright
legbecamegangrenousandhadtobeamputatedbelowtheknee.ThissentFridaintoa
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depressionITomwhichshewouldneverecover.Shediedthenextsummerin 1954after
twosuicideattempts.It issaidshediedinhersleepITomanembolism,butsuicideisalso
consideredastrongpossibility.No autopsywaseverperfonned.Herlastwords,written
inherdiary,read,"I hopetheleavingisjoyful,andI hopenevertoreturn."
Frida'spaintingconveysapotentmixtureofemotion,reflectinghergreatstrengthof
characteraswellasthepainofherprofoundsuffering.Herpaintingsarevividly
colourfulandiconic.Sheincorporatesa tylebasedonMexicanfolkartandthesmall
votiveretablos'characteristicallyfoundinlocalchurches.Sheoftenpaintedself-
portraits,tating,"I paintself-portraitsbecauseI amsooftenalone,becauseI amthe
personI knowbest."Thefactthatshecouldneverhavechildrenisasubjectthatinfonns
herwork,andshepoignantlyportraysherselfholdingthebabieshewouldneverknow.
Herworkisinfusedwiththepainsheexperiencedthroughoutherlife,butthereisalsoa
strengthandheroismpresent.Inherimages,hemightstandbeforeuswoundedinbody
butunbowedinspirit.HerstylewasunlikethegrandmasculinemuralsofDiego,buthe
wasdrawntotheinherentstrengthofherwork,exclaimingafterherfirstmiscarriage,
"Fridabeganworkonaseriesofmasterpieceswhichhadnoprecedentinthehistoryof
art-paintingswhichexaltedthefemininequalityoftruth,reality,crueltyandsuffering.
NeverbeforehadawomanputsuchagonizedpoetryoncanvasasFridadidatthistime
inDetroit."
AndreBretonwasimpressedwithherworkandorganizedasuccessfulshowattheJulian
LevyGalleryinNewYork."I neverknewI wasasurrealist,"shestated,"tillAndre
.Small,brightly-colouredvotivepaintingsfoundin localchurches,usuallyin aprimitivestyle
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BretoncametoMexicoandtoldmeI was".AlthoughsheexhibitedsuccessfullyinNew
York,andtoalesserextentinParis,sheherselfrefusedtobelabeledaSurrealist,and
distancedherselfITomthemovement,saying"TheythoughtI wasaSurrealistbutI
wasn't.I neverpaintedreams.I paintedmyownreality."
Conceptualisation
MyHonorsThesispursuesaninquiryintotheinterrelationshipsamongvariousformsof
artbyproducingadynamic,interactiveworkthatlinksthevisualartdisciplinesof
painting,sculptureandfurnituredesignbyexploringthelifeofFridaKahlothroughthese
variousmedia.TheconceptofthepieceshowselementsofKahlo'slifeinboth
representationalandnonrepresentationalmethods.Theideaistostimulatethoughtonthe
hardshipssheovercameandendured,allowingtheviewertodrawcomparisonswithhis
orherownlifeandtopossiblyrealisetheindomitabilityofthehumanspirit.Thismixed
mediapresentationweavesathemethatresolvestheproblematicaspectsofjoining
diversedisciplinesintoaunifiedwholewhileevokingandexpressingtheforceandpain
feltwithinKahlo's life.A literaryelementisintroducedthroughcreativeand
biographicalexcerptsalongsidethemainpiecethatwillexplaintheconceptand
introduceviewerstoFridaKahlo.
Thefinishedpiecefeaturesashapederivedthroughsculpturalexplorationswithmy
facultyadvisor,afterexperimentingwithelementshatharmonizewiththeoverall
composition.Theinitialconceptwasbasedonanelongatedtetrahedralstructureusing
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finehardwoodjoinedbytraditionalwoodworkingtechniques.Thestructure,asit
developed,becameamoretree-flowingsculpturalentitywiththepanelseparatedand
supportedbythreeindividualwoodenpedestalsinterconnectedwithsteelpiping.It is
constructedtoallowthepanelstoswivel,permittingallsidestobeviewedbutneverat
thesametime.Thisaddsafourthdimensionbyencouragingtheviewertowalkaround
thepiece,experiencingtheimagesovertime.I believeitwill fosterasenseof
anticipationandinviteinteraction.
Therepetitionoftriangularforms,boththepanelsandthefootprint,areintendedto
representtheelementoffemininity.It ismyhopethatviewerswill findthemselves
interestedandinspiredbythelife,ordeals,andaccomplishmentsofFridaKahloandseek
tounderstandhowherlifeandstrugglesarerelatedtotheirown.
Interpretation
Thefactthathepanelsaretwo-sidedismeanttorepresenttheseenandunseen,
illustratingthathevisibleisnotalwaysthetotality.Theremaybeadifferentreality
hiddentromtheobserverjustbeyondreach.Thetexturedsurfaceisevocativeofthepain
andturmoilthatFridaexperiencedthroughoutherlife,thecolourslooselychosento
representthethreeprevailinginfluencesinherlife,i.e.,herparentsandDiegoRivera.
Theclothcollagestellthestoryofheraccidentandthemourningoverherinabilityto
bearchildrenwiththesubsequentdevastatingmiscarriages.Thefinalandhighestpanel
portraysthehubrisofmodemmedicine,which,initsblindness,ooftenleadstofurther
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humansuffering.In thecaseofFrida,likemanypatientsbeforeandafter,thenumberof
possiblyunnecessaryinvasiveproceduresleftherwrackedwithexcruciatingpain,and
thelevelofprescribedmedicationescalatedtothepointwhereshebecameaddictedto
morphineandDemerol.It isdoubtlessthatthegangreneshecontractedinthefinalyear
ofherlifewasaresultofoneoftheinnumerablesurgeriesperformedonherrightleg.It
canthenbearguedthatheamputationthatfollowedbecameadirectcauseofherdeath,
eitherbytheagencyofanembolismorbythesuicidaldepressionthatresulted.
ThebasesrepresentvarioustagesinthelifeofFridaKahlo.Theplayfulnessofthe
smallerbaseconveystheexuberanceofayounggirlinafullydress,possiblyonherway
tochurchunderthewatchfuleyeofhermother.ThenextportraysFridaasaconfident,
outspokenschoolgirlbeforetheaccident,inherPreparitoriauniform.Thethirdand
tallestbasesymbolisesFridaasanadultimmobilisedbyabodycastfollowingthefirstof
manysurgicalprocedures.Thesurfaceofthewooditselfisdichotomous:ononehand,
smoothandpolished;ontheother,crackedandsplitting.Thiscontrastisevocativeofthe
painthatwrackedherbodyandoverwhelmedherlife.Thebaseshaveallbeenimpaled
withsteelpipe-a unifyingfeatureforthepiece-butmoreimportantly,areminderthat
whathappenedtoaninnocentyoungwomancouldjustaseasilyhappentoanyofus.
Fabrication
I havebeenplanningthethemeandthevariouscomponentsofthispieceforthelastthree
semesterstogetherwithinputITommythree-dimensionaldesignadvisor,Assistant
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ProfessorJohnDeHoog,andmypaintingadvisor,AssistantProfessorChrisHyndman.
Theprojectisacontinuationa drefinementofskillsandtechniquesthatI learnedin
earlierclasseswithmyadvisorsandhaveappliedinanunconventionalmanner.An initial
modelincorporatingatetrahedraldesignwasconstructedpriortothecreationofthesix
panels.ThisdesignwaslaterevisedafterasuggestionftomProfessorDeHoogtorelate
morecloselywiththechaosandinstabilityofFrida'slife.Thetetrahedronwasdiscarded
infavouroftheopentriangularobjecthatissuffusedwithkineticenergy.Thedesign
tookintoconsiderationtheshapeoftheexistingpanelsandwascreatedtointensifyand
harmonisewiththoseelements.
Thispiecerequiredaconsiderableamountofskillandpatiencetoexecute.Likeall
projectsinvolvingtheuseofwoodinasculpturalcontext,herewereunexpected
problemsthatarose,andI wasforcedtodealwiththemastheyoccurred.It requireda
greatdealofdexterityandconceptualizationanddrewonmyartisticandmechanical
abilitiestoresolvetheinherentchallengesandtosuccessfullymakethispieceworkasa
cohesive,meaningfulwholeandnotjustanassortmentofunrelatedparts.
Everythingabouthispieceincorporatedtechniquesthatwerenewtome.Thepainted
panelswerecreatedafterconsultationwithMaryPennusingplasterthatwasappliedwith
force,wetuponwet,toformapock-markedandheavingtexture.Shellacwasappliedto
sealtheplasterandthenpaintwasusedtointensifythedimensionalityandcharacterof
theskin.ThecollagepanelswereinspiredbyworkI hadseenearlierinProfessor
Hyndman'spaintingclassusinglayersoftransparenttissuepaper.I choseclothformy
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panelsandusedtheinterplayofcolourandtexturetoconveytheconfusionandviolence
ofFrida'saccidentsymbolicallyratherthangraphically.Twopanelsincorporateclothin
amorefigurativemannerwiththeadditionofrubber-moldedarmscastromlifeto
conveyapalpablehumanpresence.OnepanelshowsFridainaweddingdress,blood
leakingtromunderherhand.ThisimageisbasedonherpaintingTwoFridaswhichwill
beondisplayduringtheshowandsymboliseshergriefoverherinabilitytobearchildren
andthepainofhereverydaylife.Thethirdpanelissimilarinconstruction;i thiscase,
twoarmsareusedwiththeadditionofaperiod-correct,antiquesyringetotellthestory.
Themoldedarmsshowanamazinghumanityandhavebeenleftinaroughcondition
purposelytointensifytheemotionalcontentaswellastoconveytherepeatedmedical
intrusionsintoFrida'sbody.
Thewooden,sculpturalspectoftheprojectalsotookmeintonewterritory.Turningthe
basesonthelathewasanewexperience.I spentmanyhoursrefiningtheshapesand
curvestotellthestoryI wantedthemtorelate.Sandingwasanotherrevelation.Thesheer
amountoftimeandphysicalinvolvementwasasurprise.I donotthinkI wouldhave
mindedsomuchif I wasnotbreathingintoahot,humidmaskforhoursonendwhile
tryingtopeerthroughfoggedanddustysafetyglasses.Anyway,I amhappywiththe
finalresult,andfeelalittlediscomfortisasmallpricetopay,especiallyconsideringthe
subjectofmypiece.
Framingthepanelswasastraightforward,if time-consumingtask.I hadtofindtheangles
forthemitrecutsbytrialanderrorastherewerenomitregaugesintheshopwith
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accuratereadoutsfortheangleI wasworkingwith.Cuttingthefingerjointswasalsoa
painstakingprocess,andanexpertwillbeabletodetectthemistakesofanovice.I can
legitimatelyclaimthatheslightoffsetbetweenthepairsofjointsrepresentsthedisparity
betweenthelengthofFrida'slegsafterherboutwithpolio,andwhocouldarguewith
me?Themountsforthepanelsrequiredacertainamountofmechanicalingenuity.I
resolvedthestabilityproblembyusingasteelrodboltedintoareinforcingplateinside
thebaseofeachpanel.Theyfitsnugglyintopurpose-builtbushingsthatallowthepanels
toswiveleasilyorberemovedfortransportation.
I enjoyedthechallengeinvolvedwiththeconceptualisationandconstructionfthis
piece.It taughtmealotaboutvarioustechniquesthatwerepreviouslyunfamiliar,but
mostofall,itawakenedmetothecourageousspiritofFridaKahlo.I onlyhopesomeof
herstrengthandcharacterisconveyedtotheviewerthroughthispiece.
Inclosing,I wouldliketothankmyadvisors,ChrisHyndmanandJohnDeHoogfortheir
helpandguidance.I wouldalsoliketothankEricaMurphyforherunwaveringsupport
duringthisprocess,aswellashereditorialandcomputerskills,whichallowedmeto
createthiswrittenThesis.Finally,I wouldliketothankProfessorRichardRubenfeldof
theArtHistoryDepartmentforreviewingthehistoricalsectionoftheThesisand
ProfessorBarryHalloftheEnglishDepartmentforkindlyconsentingtobemyeditor.I
couldnothaveproducedaworkofthiscaliberwithoutheirhelp.
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